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Commanders' Priorities and Psychological Readiness 

A recently published study by the Walter Reed Army Institute of Research (WRAIR) confirms 
some conventional wisdom regarding leadership: that leaders' beliefs and values can influence 
subordinates' psychological readiness for combat. 

The study examined 51 Army company-sized units, and began by asking the company 
commanders to list, in order of priority, the factors they believed to be most important to unit success 
in combat.   These responses were content-analyzed and then grouped into categories.  The top 5 
categories mentioned were Combat Skills, Discipline, Decisive Leadership, Soldier Morale, and 
Centralized Control.   Commanders were assigned priority scores that reflected the relative importance 
they placed on each category.   These leader responses were then linked with data from a separate, 
larger survey that assessed soldier psychological readiness across many Army units.   It was possible to 
match the commanders' data with soldier survey data for 51 different Army companies. 
"Commanders' values" scores were then correlated with the average scores of soldiers in these 
companies on several   psychological readiness indicators from the soldier survey. 

Results show that leader emphasis on Soldier Morale or "human dimensions"   issues (e.g., 
sense of purpose; mental readiness) is positively related to soldier readiness indicators, including 
company commitment, vertical cohesion, general well-being, confidence in self/weapons, confidence in 
leaders, and life and work satisfaction (Table 1). 

TABLE 1:     CORRELATIONS OF COMMANDERS' PRIORITIES WITH SOLDIER READINESS INDICATORS 

COMPANY COMMANDER PRIORITY 

SOLDIER READINESS 

Company Commitment 
Vertical Cohesion 
Horizontal Cohesion 
Confidence in Leaders 
General Well-Being 
Physical/Mental Health 
Confidence in Self/Weapons 
Work Satisfaction 
Life Satisfaction 

Correlation significant at the .05 level of probability 
Correlation significant at the .01 level of probability Based on 51 cases (Army Companies) with no missing data 

OTIC QUALITY IMBPEOTED 6 

SOLDIER MORALE COMBAT SKILLS 

.27* -.29* 

.32** -.20 

.20 -.13 

.26* -.30* 

.28* -.28* 

.19 -.12 

.30* -.13 

.31* -.31 

.32* -.35** 



It is also clear from Table 1 that commander emphasis on Combat Skills is negatively 
associated with soldier psychological readiness. "Combat Skills" includes such traditional soldier skills 
as marksmanship, small unit movements, and land navigation. This finding does not mean that Combat 
Skills are unimportant to unit success in combat. In interpreting this result, it is important to remember 
that a forced-ranking scheme was used in scoring commanders' priorities; to score higher on one 
category, a commander had to score lower on others.  We feel that the underlying message in the data 
is that when commanders over-emphasize Combat Skills issues to the detriment of Soldier Morale 
issues, soldier psychological readiness is likely to degrade. 

Figure 1 presents the same data in a slightly different form, showing average soldier scores on 
psychological readiness indicators for commanders high and low on Soldier Morale values. For this 
analysis, company commanders were divided into high and low groups based on the priority they put 
on Soldier Morale or human dimensions issues. As is evident, company commanders who place a high 
emphasis on Soldier Morale issues have soldiers in their units who score significantly higher on a 
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range of psychological readiness indicators.   This study demonstrates empirically that leaders' values 
are related to the mental health and readiness of their subordinates.   Leader beliefs presumably 
influence their behaviors and policies, which in turn have an impact on soldier mental readiness. 
Planned multivariate analyses of these data should yield a more clear understanding of how various 
leader profiles influence soldier psychological readiness. 

Prepared by:   Major Paul T. Bartone, Ph.D., Commander, U.S. Army Medical Research Unit-Europe 
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